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Saturation flag 
1. 

umminstretch summin 
turn max stretch = unimax 

hist redO) sat threshold; 
hist red255>sat threshold; 
hist greenODSat threshold; 

hist green255>sat threshold; 
hist blueObsat threshold; or 
hist blue255>sat threshold; 

set saturation flag=1. 

hist um cumxk(stretch factor mod)"number; 

hist Jum. Cum255-x(1-stretch factor mod)"number); 

Generate RGB color weighting factors: 

red factor=1-(lum std-red std) contrast threshold; 
green factor=1-(lum std-green std) contrast threshold; 
blue factor=1-(lum Std-blue std) contrast threshold; 

Constrain color weighting factors to be within 0 and 2. 

Wherex varies from 0 to 255 

mean tone level for each color while the tone levels far from 
the mean tone level are changed more dramatically than the 
tone levels close to the mean tone level, which minimizes 
hue shifts while maximizing contrast enhancement. 

17 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets 
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f 
hist redODsat threshold; 

hist red255>sat threshold; 
hist greenOPSat threshold; 

hist green255>sat threshold; 
hist blue(ODsat threshold; Or 
hist blue255Dsat threshold; 
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Set Saturation flag=1. 

hist lum. Cumbk(stretch factor mod)"number, 
lum min stretch = x 

hist lum. Cum(255-X>(1-stretch factor mod)"number); 
lum max Stretch = 255-X 

Where XVaries from 0 to 255 

ls 
Saturation flag 

12 

lum min Stretch slum min 
lum max Stretch =lum max 

Generate RGB color weighting factors: 

red factor=1-(lum std-red std)/contrast threshold; 
green factor=1-(lum std-green std)/contrast threshold; 
blue factor=1-(lum std-blue std)/contrast threshold; 

Constrain Color weighting factors to be within 0 and 2. 

  

    

    

    

  

  

  

  

  

  

    

  

  



U.S. Patent May 21, 2002 Sheet S of 6 US 6,393,148 B1 
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factor = 0. 

Minimal dynamic 
range stretch: is saturation flag=1 Or 

mean mod-delta thresholdkdelta Stg 
factor = 0.0625; 

Full dynamic range stretch: 

factor=(contrast threshold-lum std)/100)" 
(lum max-lum min)/(lum max stretch-lum min stretch)). 

Generate RGB enhancement lookup table: 

hist red Outx=red factor'factor"(x-red mean)+x; 
hist green Outx=green factor"factor"(x-green mean)+x; 

hist blue Outx=blue factor"factor"(x-blue mean)+x; 
wherex goes from minto max for each channel; 
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Constrain results between 0 and 255. 

Process each pixel through 
lookup tables to generate final 
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CONTRAST ENHANCEMENT OF AN IMAGE 
USING LUMINANCE AND RGB 

STATISTICAL METRICS 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to improving the quality of 
an image being displayed by, for example, a printer or a 
monitor and, more particularly, to automatically improving 
the image quality without introducing undesirable hue shifts. 

BACKGROUND 

When reproducing a computer monitor's displayed image 
on a printer, the user typically wants the printed image to 
match the image on the monitor as closely as possible. A 
close match, however, is desirable only when the input 
image is ideal. With greater access to mediums Such as 
digital cameras, desktop Scanners, and the internet, users are 
gaining greater access to digital images that have Varying 
degrees of quality. The disadvantage of having the printed 
image closely match the input image is that if the image is 
of poor quality, the printed image will retain the input 
image's negative characteristics, Such as poor contrast and 
improper lighting. Consequently, the image may be printed 
with the true colors of the image compressed and/or details 
washed out. 

After-market products exist for the user to manually 
adjust the contrast, brightness or color levels of the input 
image. In Some cases, adjustments are made automatically to 
the contrast and tone levels of an image. While these 
after-market applications may improve poor images, they 
also introduce unwanted hue shifts. 

Current printer drive technology requires that in order for 
a user to obtain feedback on the actual image print quality, 
the user must actually print out and look at the image. At 
present, automatic enhancements are limited to halftoning 
methods that distribute dots more evenly, filters to increase 
Sharpness or to reduce grainineSS in the printed image, and 
color maps to reproduce hues more accurately. However, 
these methods of enhancement have negligible impact on 
images of poor quality. 
A common method of improving the quality of an image 

is to use histogram contrast equalization. A histogram pro 
vides a global description of the appearance of an image by 
charting the number of pixels at each tone level. Contrast 
equalization involves increasing the dynamic range of an 
image by maximizing the spread between adjacent tone 
levels. While equalization extracts information in regions 
where tone levels are tightly compressed, equalization can 
also cause hue shifts and over Saturation. 

Consequently, there is a need for a method to automati 
cally improve the quality of digital images without causing 
undesired hue shifts or degrading the characteristics of high 
quality images. 

SUMMARY 

An automatic contrast enhancement method and appara 
tus improves the quality of an image by increasing the 
dynamic range of the tone levels in an image without 
causing an undesirable hue shift. An overall Stretch factor 
that is used to Stretch the dynamic range of all the colors and 
is generated based on the Standard deviation of the tone 
levels for the overall luminance of the image. A color 
weighting factor is used to individually control the amount 
that the tone levels in each color are altered. The color 
weighting factor is based on the difference between the 
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2 
standard deviation of the tone levels for the overall lumi 
nance of the image and the Standard deviation of the tone 
levels for each color. An anchor factor is used to preserve the 
mean tone level for each color while the tone levels far from 
the mean tone level are changed more dramatically than the 
tone levels close to the mean tone level, which minimizes 
hue shifts while maximizing contrast enhancement. 
The contrast enhancement method analyzes image 

characteristics, Such as the mean tone level and Standard 
deviation of the tone levels for the overall luminance of the 
image and the Standard deviations of the tone levels for the 
different colors to determine the level of improvement that 
can be applied to the image. A minimal dynamic range 
Stretch may be performed if the image is Saturated at one of 
the extreme tone levels for a color or if there is a large 
variation in the Standard deviations for the colors and the 
mean tone level for the luminance is near a mid tone level. 
Performing a full dynamic range Stretch on an image with 
these characteristics may result in a noisy image or an even 
more Saturated image, and only a minimal dynamic range 
stretch is performed. Further, if the standard deviation of the 
overall luminance is greater than a contrast threshold the 
image is considered to have an adequate contrast and, thus, 
no changes are made to the image. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 illustrates a color inkjet printer which includes 
processing circuitry for performing all or part of the contrast 
enhancement method. 

FIG. 2 illustrates a computer connected to an inkjet 
printer, where the computer or the printer or both carry out 
the present invention. 

FIG. 3 illustrates the general method performed by the 
computer and printer of FIG. 2. 

FIG. 4 is a flow chart which describes in more detail the 
contrast enhancement method performed by the computer or 
the printer or a combination of both. 

FIG. 5 is a histogram of an image representing the tone 
levels for an RGB channel. 

FIG. 6 is a histogram of the RGB channel for the same 
image used for FIG. 5 after the image is processed according 
to the present invention. 

FIG. 7 is a histogram of the RGB channel for the same 
image used for FIG. 5 after the image is processed according 
to a conventional histogram equalization process. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

FIG. 1 illustrates one type of color inkjet printer 10 which 
includes processing circuitry for performing all or part of the 
contrast enhancement method described herein. The color 
inkjet printer includes a cover 11, a paper tray 12 for holding 
Virgin paper 14, an output tray 15 for receiving the printed 
pages, color print cartridges 16, and a Scanning carriage 18 
for sliding along a slide bar 20 while dots are being printed 
on the paper. The color print cartridges 16 may include cyan 
(C), magenta (M), yellow (Y), and black (K) ink print 
cartridges. 

FIG. 2 is a Schematic diagram of a printing System which 
includes a host computer 22, a monitor 23 (e.g., a CRT), and 
a printer 24. Printer 24 is a type of color inkjet printer which 
uses a tri-color (CMY) inkjet print cartridge 25 along with 
a black inkjet print cartridge 26 in a Scanning carriage. 
Printer 10 in FIG. 1 may instead be connected to computer 
22. Printer 24 includes a printer controller 28 for controlling 
the printing of dots by print cartridges 25 and 26. The print 
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cartridges may print at 300 dots-per-inch (DPI), 600 DPI, or 
any other resolution. Computer 22 is shown as including a 
contrast enhancement filter 27 for automatically enhancing 
the contrast of the image in accordance with the present 
invention. It should be understood, however, that if desired 
contrast enhancement filter 27 may be located in printer 24 
or in both computer 22 and printer 24. 

FIG. 3 illustrates the standard flow of image information 
from computer 22 to printer 24. An image is first created or 
introduced into the memory of computer 22. In order to be 
displayed on the computer monitor 23, this image is repre 
Sented in additive RGB color Space. Each pixel location on 
the Screen can be illuminated in red, green, and blue at any 
one of 256 tone levels of intensity (0 to 255). It takes 8 bits 
to represent 256 levels (2=256). Each of the three primary 
colors require 8 bits; therefore, RGB color monitors are 
commonly referred to as producing 24-bit color (3x8=24). 
This image is represented at the Spatial resolution of the 
particular monitor. Typical monitors have 75 pixels per 
linear inch (75 DPI) in the vertical and horizontal directions. 

It should be understood that the present invention is 
described using 256 tone levels of intensity (0-255), which 
is the potential dynamic range of the RGB colors. However, 
if desired a Smaller or larger potential dynamic range of tone 
levels may be used in accordance with the present invention. 
At step 30, the 24-bit RGB color image is held in the 

memory of computer 22 So that it can be displayed on 
monitor 23. 

At Step 32, the image in memory is converted to a 24-bit 
RGB image at the resolution of the printer. Typical inkjet 
printers have a resolution of 300, 600 or 1200 dots per inch. 
Although the printer typically print in CMY or CMYK 
Subtractive colors, it is nevertheless convenient for image 
processing purposes at Step 32 to consider the printer to be 
an RGB device. This is because later translating the color 
monitor RGB values directly to CMYK will usually produce 
a calorimetric match. However, not all of the matching 
values will produce the Same image quality. Some choices 
will contain more visual noise than others, while other 
choices may lead to undesirable discontinuities in the half 
tone transitions of an image. The contrast enhancement 
method in accordance with the present invention uses RGB 
color Space, and thus occurs in Step 32. The contrast 
enhancement method will be described in more detail later. 

Alternatively, the contrast enhancement method may use 
CMYK color Space, in which case the proceSS occurs at a 
later Step, e.g., Step 34. 
At step 34, the printer RGB color image is converted into 

CMYK color space using a lookup table or other conven 
tional means of conversion. 

In step 36, the CMYK image is conventionally halftoned 
to convert the image from 4-plane (CMYK), 8-bits per color 
to 4-plane binary color (on or off dots) at the DPI resolution 
of the printer. In other words, the color and intensity (0-255) 
at each pixel location is converted into a pattern of on or off 
C, M, Y, or K dots (0 or 255 intensity) to be printed. This 
halftoned image (which may be a portion of the total image) 
is Stored in a memory. Halftoning is well understood by 
those of ordinary skill in the art. One exemplary method of 
halftoning that may be used is described in detail in Digital 
Halftoning, by Robert Ulichney, The MIT Press, 1987, 
incorporated herein by reference. 
At Step 38, the halftone image is transmitted to the printer, 

typically using efficient communication techniques Such as 
using escape Sequences like those identified in Hewlett 
Packard Company's Printer Control Language (PCL). The 
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4 
image produced at Step 36 includes all of the information 
about how many dots of each color are to be printed at each 
pixel location on the page and the locations of the dots. The 
printer controller 28 (FIG. 2) decides when these dots should 
be printed (i.e., in a single pass or in multiple passes). 
Because of the nature of inkjet printing, it is often beneficial 
to lay down dots in more than a single pass and to print 
individual passes in Some kind of checkerboard or other 
sparse pattern. It is also beneficial to overlap passes with 
these interstitial patterns to hide artifacts that may occur 
between Swaths. These procedures for determining in what 
pass and in what pattern the dots will be laid down are 
referred to as “print modes.” 
The contrast enhancement method in accordance with the 

present invention is now described in detail with reference 
to the remaining figures. 

It will be understood that, depending on the printer, the 
functions discussed in relation to FIG. 3 can be performed 
by the host computer (programmed to carry out the process 
ing functions) or by the printer. For example, in a “Smart” 
printer, steps 32 through 38 could all be performed in the 
printer. On the other hand, to Save memory costs in the 
printer, all or part of the functions 32 through 38 could be 
performed in the host computer. 

FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating the basic steps of the 
preferred contrast enhancement process performed by the 
contrast enhancement filter 27 (FIG. 2). The contrast 
enhancement process uses histogram information from the 
input image and calculates image metrics, Such as the mean 
and standard deviations for the tone levels of the different 
colors and the overall luminance of the image. The different 
colors, e.g., RGB colors, and the overall luminance of the 
image will be referred to herein as channels. 

Based on the metrics, Stretch factors are generated and 
used to form an RGB enhancement lookup table for con 
Verting each original RGB input pixel into an enhanced 
RGB output pixel. The contrast enhancement method 
Stretches the original dynamic range of the tone levels in 
each RGB channel to an enhanced dynamic range which 
improves the contrast as well as the brightness of the image. 
The contrast enhancement method uses: 1) the Standard 

deviation for each channel to determine a color weighting 
factor for each respective color; 2) the standard deviation for 
the luminance channel to determine an overall Stretch factor; 
and 3) the mean for each color to serve as an anchor from 
which the Stretching is based. Because the mean is used as 
an anchor, the mean tone level for each color will remain 
approximately the same, and ideally will remain exactly the 
Same, after the enhancement process. The tone levels for 
each color are Stretched further at the extreme tone levels 
than at tone levels near the mean tone level. The use of the 
mean tone level as an anchor advantageously maximizes 
contrast enhancement while minimizing undesirable hue 
shift. 

In step 40 of FIG. 4 the input image is read into the 
contrast enhancement filter 27 (FIG. 2) as RGB values. 
Histograms are generated for the RGB and overall lumi 
nance channels in Step 42, along with the total number of 
pixels in the image. The histograms are global descriptions 
of the appearance of the image. The histograms chart the 
number of pixels at each tone level, e.g., 0–255, for each 
RGB channel. FIG. 5 is an example of a histogram for an 
image. 
The luminance value is generated for each pixel as: 

luminance value=0.299xred+0.587xgreen+0.114xblue equ. 1 
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Of course, if desired, other methods of generation the 
luminance value may be used, including the use of different 
values for the multiplicands in equation 1. Each pixel will 
have a luminance value that may vary over the same range 
as the tone levels of the RGB colors, e.g., 0-255, and, thus, 
the luminance values will be referred to herein as tone levels 
for the Sake of convenience. Accordingly, the histogram for 
the overall luminance of the image charts the number of 
pixels at each luminance tone level, e.g., 0–255. 

In step 44, it is determined if the total number of pixels in 
the image is less than a minimum threshold number (min 
threshold), e.g., 64. If the total number of pixels is less than 
the minimum threshold the image is considered too Small for 
the contrast enhancement method and no changes are made, 
as shown in step 46. Otherwise, the process flows to step 48. 

In Step 48, metrics are generated for the image using the 
histograms for the RGB and luminance channels. Image 
metrics include the minima, maxima, mean, and Standard 
deviation for each channel. These values Serve as the foun 
dation used to determine whether the incoming image is too 
dark, too light, or lacking contrast. It should be understood 
that the different types of metrics, i.e., minima, maxima, 
mean, and Standard deviations, need not be generated all at 
once, but may be generated at anytime in the process. Thus, 
if desired, each different type of metric is generated only 
when it becomes necessary, thereby maximizing computer 
processor efficiency. 

The mean tone levels (lum mean, red mean, green 
mean, blue mean) are determined for each channel with 
respect to the total image. The Standard deviation of the tone 
levels for the channels (lum Std, red Std, green Std, and 
blue std) is determined about the mean for each channel in 
a conventional manner. 

In steps 50-56, a maximum saturation value at the highest 
tone level (255) is determined for the image and is used to 
reduce a predefined modifier factor. The predefined modifier 
factor is an empirically derived value used to determine how 
many extreme pixels can be considered noise The predefined 
modifier factor acts as a base percentage by which the 
dynamic range of the tone levels will be modified. While any 
predefined modifier factor may be used, e.g., 0.05 to 0.001, 
a predefined modifier factor equal to 0.005 has empirically 
been found to be adequate. 

Steps 51-53 are used to determine the maximum satura 
tion value by comparing each RGB channel histogram at the 
highest tone level (hist color.255)) to find the histogram 
with the largest value. The highest tone level (255) is used, 
as opposed to the lowest tone level (O) because it has been 
found empirically that a large number of low tone values 
(implying undersaturation) does not adversely affect the 
output of the contrast enhancement process, and thus, the 
predefined modifier factor need not account for Such values. 

The predefined modifier factor is then modified based on 
the maximum saturation value as shown in steps 54-56. The 
maximum Saturation value is Subtracted from the predefined 
modifier factor which is then divided by the number of 
pixels in the image to generate a modified Stretch factor 
(stretch factor mod). 

In step 58 it is determined if the image is saturated at 
either the high or low tone levels, e.g., 255 and 0, 
respectively, in any of the RGB channels. To determine if the 
image is Saturated, the high and low tone levels are com 
pared to a saturation threshold for each RGB channel. The 
saturation threshold is a function of the number of pixels in 
the image as shown in equation 2, below: 

1O 
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equ. 2 predefined stretch factor 
Sat Threshold = (eeline ech tele) X 4 

number of pixels 

Thus, the Saturation threshold is equal to a Saturation factor, 
shown in equation 1 as the predefined modifier factor 
divided by four (0.005/4=0.00125), which is then multiplied 
by the number of pixels in the image. The Saturation 
threshold was determined empirically and, thus, other Satu 
ration thresholds may be used, or if desired other derivations 
of the Saturation threshold may be used including the use of 
other Saturation factors. 

If any of the RGB channels at either the lowest or highest 
tone levels is greater than the Saturation threshold, the image 
is considered Saturated. Because a Saturated image has a 
large number of pixels at one extreme of the tone level range 
for an RGB channel, information in the Saturated channel is 
lost. As shown in step 58, if the image is determined to be 
Saturated, a Saturation flag is Set equal to 1. 

If the image is considered Saturated, a minimum and 
maximum luminance Stretch factor (lum min Stretch and 
lum max Stretch) are defined as the minimum and maxi 
mum values of the luminance channel, as shown in StepS 60 
and 61. 

If, however, the image is not considered Saturated, the 
values of the minimum and maximum luminance Stretch 
factors (lum min stretch and lum max Stretch) are 
determined as shown in Step 62. To generate the minimum 
luminance Stretch value (lum min Stretch), the modified 
stretch factor, determined in steps 54-56, is multiplied by 
the number of pixels in the image to produce a luminance 
Stretch threshold value. The values of the luminance histo 
gram at each tone level are then cumulated from lowest to 
highest, i.e., from 0 to 255, and compared to the luminance 
Stretch threshold value at each new cumulated tone level. 
When the cumulated luminance histogram (hist lum cum 
X) is equal to or greater than the luminance stretch thresh 
old value the minimum luminance stretch factor (lum 
min Stretch) is set at that tone level. 

Similarly, the maximum luminance Stretch value (lum 
max stretch) is generated by deriving another luminance 
stretch threshold value that is equal to 1 minus the modified 
stretch factor which is then multiplied by the number of 
pixels. The values of the luminance histogram at the tone 
levels are then cumulated from highest to lowest, i.e., from 
255 to 0, until the cumulated luminance histogram (hist 
lum cum255-XI) is equal to the luminance stretch thresh 
old value. The maximum luminance stretch factor (lum 
max stretch) is set at that tone level. 
The minimum and maximum luminance Stretch factors 

(lum min Stretch and lum max Stretch) are used to gen 
erate the overall stretch factor that is used to stretch the RGB 
channels. The luminance channel will only be Stretched as a 
result of the stretched RGB channels and by directly chang 
ing the luminance values. 
The amount of contrast enhancement to be performed on 

the image is determined next. AS shown in Step 66, the color 
weighting factors for the RGB channels (red factor, green 
factor, and blue factor) are individually generated. The 
color weighting factors are used to adjust the amount of 
Stretching of the dynamic range for each color based on each 
RGB channel's individual standard deviation. An RGB 
channel that has a large Standard deviation, indicating a large 
amount of contrast in that channel, requires leSS Stretching 
than is required for an RGB channel with a small standard 
deviation, indicating little contrast in that channel. Each 
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color weighting factor is produced as shown below: 

lum sta-color std 
contrast threshold 

equ. 3 
color factor = 1 - 

where the contrast threshold is an empirically determined 
value, which is chosen as an indication that a channel has 
adequate contrast. The contrast threshold, for example, may 
have a value of approximately one fourth the total dynamic 
range, and in one embodiment is equal to 70. The actual 
range for the color weighting factorS is between approxi 
mately -1.8 and 2.8, but is constrained to be between 0 and 
2. Thus, if a color weighting factor is less than 0 or greater 
than 2, that color weighting factor is defined as 0 or 2, 
respectively. 

In step 68, it is determined whether the standard deviation 
for the overall luminance of the image is greater than the 
contrast threshold. If the standard deviation in the luminance 
channel is greater than the contrast threshold, there is an 
adequate amount of contrast in the image and no modifica 
tion is necessary. Thus, the Overall Stretch factor is defined 
as 0, as indicated in step 70. However, if the luminance 
Standard deviation is less than the contrast threshold, at least 
Some modification is deemed necessary and the proceSS 
flows to step 72. 

In step 72, a decision is made whether to perform a full 
dynamic range Stretch or a minimal dynamic range Stretch. 
AS shown in Step 72, a minimal dynamic range Stretch is 
performed if the image is considered saturated (step 58) or 
if there is a large variation in the Standard deviations for the 
RGB channels and the luminance mean is near a mid tone 
level, e.g., 128. The modified mean value (mean mod), 
shown in step 72, is equal to the absolute value of the mid 
tone level minus the luminance mean (128-lum mean). The 
delta threshold term in Step 72 is equal to the contrast 
threshold divided by two (70/2=35), but may be any value 
desired. The difference in the standard deviations of the 
RGB channels (delta std) is as follows: 

delta Std=(red Std-green Std)+(green Std-blue Std)+(red 
std-blue Std) equ.4 

As shown in step 72, the determination of whether the 
variation between the standard deviations of the RGB chan 
nels is "large” is made by comparison to an empirically 
determined threshold, i.e., the contrast threshold divided by 
2. Further, the determination of whether the luminance mean 
is “near a mid tone level is made by comparison to the same 
empirically determined threshold. It should be understood 
that if desired two different thresholds may be used for these 
determinations. 

If the image is Saturated or if there is a large variation 
between standard deviation of the RGB channels and the 
luminance mean is near a mid tone level, a minimal dynamic 
range Stretch is to be performed and the Overall Stretch factor 
is Set equal to an empirically determined number Such as 
0.0625 in step 74. Otherwise, the process flows to step 76. 

Step 72 is used to ensure that certain types of images are 
not drastically altered. For example, no additional informa 
tion can be extracted by redistribution of tone levels that are 
Saturated. Consequently, using a full overall Stretch factor is 
unnecessary in an image that is Saturated. However, because 
other colors may not be Saturated, it has been determined 
empirically that a minimal dynamic range Stretch of the 
RGB channels may be beneficial. 

In addition, the stretch factor is minimized where the 
image has a limited tonal range or Special lighting 
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8 
conditions, for example, an image of a Sunset. Using a full 
overall Stretch factor with, for example, an image of a Sunset 
that uses a wide dynamic range in the red channel and a 
minimum range in the blue and green channels, would 
Stretch out the compressed blue and green channels and 
generate a noisy image. Thus, to avoid degrading the char 
acteristics of a high quality image, the full overall Stretch 
factor is not used. It has been determined empirically, 
however, that a minimal dynamic range Stretch may be 
beneficial. 
Of course, values other than 0.0625 may be used for the 

minimal overall stretch factor or if desired, the minimal 
overall Stretch factor may be Some percentage of the full 
overall stretch factor, which is determined in step 76. 

In Step 72 it is determined that a full dynamic range 
Stretch is desired, an overall Stretch factor is generated as 
shown in step 76. The overall stretch factor is determined 
according to the following: 

equ. 5 contrast threshold-lum std 
factor = (one tria-um is 100 

( lum max-lum min 
lum max stretch-lum min stretch 

Thus, the overall Stretch factor is generated based on a 
contrast factor which is equivalent to the difference between 
the contrast threshold and the luminance Standard deviation 
which is then divided by 100. The overall stretch factor is 
also determined based on a luminance range factor which is 
equivalent to the difference between the maximum and 
minimum luminance tone levels divided by the difference 
between the maximum and minimum luminance Stretch 
factors determined in steps 60-62. 
An RGB enhancement lookup table is generated in Step 

78 to convert the original tone levels for each RGB channel 
into an enhanced tone level using the color weighting 
factors, the overall Stretch factor, and an anchor factor. The 
anchor factor, which is the (x-color mean) term in step 78 
where X represents the tone level and color mean represents 
any of the RGB channel means, ensures that the dynamic 
Stretching occurs around the mean value. When the tone 
level (x) is equal to the mean value of the RGB channel, the 
anchor factor is equal to 0 and no stretching will occur. 
However, the greater the difference between the tone level 
(x) and the mean value of the RGB channel, the larger the 
anchor factor will be and, thus, a greater amount of Stretch 
ing will occur. Thus, the tone levels at the extremes are 
stretched further than those levels near the mean thereby 
advantageously providing enhanced contrast. By anchoring 
the Stretching around the mean, hue shifts in the image are 
advantageously limited. 
The enhanced tone levels in the RGB enhancement 

lookup table are generated by multiplying together the 
overall Stretch factor, the color weighting factor, and the 
anchor factor and then adding the original tone level for each 
RGB channel. The results in the enhancement lookup table 
are constrained to be within the original potential dynamic 
range, e.g., tone levels 0–255. 

In Step 80, each pixel is processed through the lookup 
table to generate the final RGB output image. Thus, the 
original tone levels of each RGB channel in each pixel are 
processed through the lookup table resulting in the enhanced 
tone levels. The final RGB output image may then be 
converted to CMYK values as shown in step 34 in FIG. 3. 
By using the above process, the image is automatically 

analyzed to determine whether improvement of the image is 
called for, and if So, to what degree the image should be 
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enhanced. Further, the above proceSS avoids undesirable hue 
shifts by anchoring enhancements about the mean for each 
RGB channel. 
The source code in Visual C++ for the above process is 

attached hereto as appendix A. AS can be seen in the Source 
code, the order of the particular Steps in the proceSS and/or 
portions of each Step may be performed in a different order 
or at a different time than is shown in the flow chart of FIG. 
4, for the Sake of computer processing efficiency, for 
example. 

FIG. 5 shows a histogram 90 representing one RGB 
channel in an image, where the X axis represents the tone 
level of the RGB channel, i.e., 0-255, and the y axis 
represents the number of pixels in the image at each tone 
level from 0 to 3000. Tone levels that are present in more 
than 3000 pixels in the image are shown as off the chart. 
Nevertheless, it should be understood that in the contrast 
enhancement process the true values of the tone levels are 
used. Histogram 90 was generated using the MATLAB 
Image processing Toolbox may be The Math Works, Inc., 
located in Massachusetts. AS can be seen in FIG. 5, the mean 
92 of the histogram has a value of 46, and the standard 
deviation 94 has a value of 27. Because histogram 90 has a 
mean 92 with a value of 46 and a standard deviation 94 with 
a value of 27, the RGB channel will appear dark and have 
little contrast. It should be understood that while histogram 
90 represents one RGB channel in the image, similar his 
tograms are independently generated for the other RGB 
channels as well as the luminance channel. 

FIG. 6 shows a histogram 100 for the same RGB channel 
in the image used in FIG. 5, after enhancement in accor 
dance with the present invention. AS can be seen in FIG. 6, 
the mean 102 of histogram 100 has a value of 46, which is 
the same value as mean 92 (FIG. 5). Thus, because of the 
anchor factor in step 78, the mean value did not change. The 
standard deviation 104 has a value of 49, which is greater 
than standard deviation 94 (FIG. 5), has a value of 27. 
Consequently, the tone levels of the pixels in the image have 
a greater dynamic range, which increases the contrast of the 
RGB channel. Thus, information is extracted from areas 
where the tone levels were tightly compressed in FIG. 5. 
However, because the mean is anchored, there is little or no 
hue shift. 

FIG. 7 shows a histogram 110 for the same image after 
being processed using a conventional histogram equaliza 
tion method. Equalization arbitrarily increases the dynamic 
range of an image by maximizing the Spread between 
adjacent tone levels. As shown, in FIG. 7, the mean 112 of 
histogram has a value of 123, while the Standard deviation 
114 is equal to 64. While the redistribution of the tone levels 
in histogram 110 extracts information from the areas where 
the tone levels were tightly compressed, the mean tone level 
has shifted causing a hue shift in the RGB channel. Further, 
because the tone levels are more compressed at the high and 
low tone levels, the RGB channel may appear oversaturated. 

It should be understood that while an embodiment of the 
present invention is described in reference to red, blue and 
green channels, alternative colors may be used. For 
example, the automatic contrast enhancement processing 
may use cyan, magenta, yellow, and black and may occur 
after step 34, shown in FIG. 3. 

Moreover, while the present invention is described in 
reference to improving the printed image over the inputted 
image, it should be understood that the enhanced image may 
be displayed on the computer display monitor 23, shown in 
FIG. 2. Thus, the contrast enhancement method may be used 
to improve both the printed image as well as the displayed 

10 
image. Moreover, while the printer shown in FIG. 1 is an 
inkjet printer, it should be understood that the present 
invention may be used in conjunction with other types of 
printers. 

5 While particular embodiments of the present invention 
have been shown and described, it will be obvious to those 
skilled in the art that changes and modifications may be 
made without departing from this invention in its broader 
aspects and, therefore, the appended claims are to encom 
pass within their Scope all Such changes and modifications as 
fall within the true spirit and scope of this invention. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method of enhancing an image, Said image compris 

ing a plurality of colors, each color having a range of tone 
levels, Said method comprising: 

Stretching the range of at least one color in Said image, 
wherein the mean tone level for Said at least one color 
remains approximately the same and the range of tone 
levels is stretched more at tone levels further away 
from Said mean tone level than at tone levels close to 
Said mean tone level, wherein Said stretching the range 
comprises: 
generating one overall Stretch factor for all of Said 

plurality of colors, 
generating a color weighting factor for each respective 

color; 
generating an anchor factor based on the mean tone 

level for each respective color, wherein Said anchor 
factor holds the mean tone level at approximately the 
Same tone level; and 

using Said overall Stretch factor, Said color weighting 
factor, and Said anchor factor to Stretch the range for 
at least one color. 

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising: 
generating a lookup table to provide an enhanced tone 

level for each original tone level for at least one color 
in Said image, each enhanced tone level being gener 
ated by multiplying Said overall Stretch factor and Said 
color weighting factor and Said anchor factor and 
adding Said original tone level. 

3. The method of claim 1, wherein generating an anchor 
factor comprises: 

determining a mean tone level for each respective color; 
Subtracting Said mean tone level for a color from each 

tone level in Said individual color to obtain Said anchor 
factor for each tone level. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein each color weighting 
factor is based on the difference between the standard 
deviation of the luminance of the image and the Standard 
deviation of the tone levels of a color. 

5. The method of claim 4, further comprising: 
determining a contrast threshold value, 
dividing the difference between the standard deviation of 

the luminance of the image and the Standard deviation 
of the tone levels of a color by said contrast threshold 
value and Subtracting the result from one. 

6. The method of claim 1, wherein generating one overall 
Stretch factor comprises: 

determining a contrast threshold value, 
obtaining a contrast factor based on the Standard deviation 

of the luminance of the image and Said contrast thresh 
old value; 

Subtracting the minimum luminance level and the maxi 
mum luminance level and dividing by the difference 
between a maximum luminance Stretch value and a 
minimum luminance Stretch value to obtain a lumi 
nance range factor, and 
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multiplying Said contrast factor with Said luminance range 
factor to obtain said overall stretch factor. 

7. The method of claim 6, wherein said minimum lumi 
nance Stretch value is determined according to the follow 
ing: 

determining a luminance Stretch threshold value, 
cumulating a luminance histogram from lowest to highest 

tone levels and comparing the results to Said luminance 
stretch threshold; and 

Setting the minimum luminance Stretch factor at the tone 
level when Said results are equal to or greater than Said 
luminance Stretch threshold. 

8. The method of claim 6, wherein said maximum lumi 
nance Stretch value is determined according to the follow 
ing: 

determining a luminance Stretch threshold value, 
cumulating a luminance histogram from highest to lowest 

tone levels and comparing the results to Said luminance 
stretch threshold; and 

Setting the maximum luminance Stretch factor at the tone 
level when Said results are equal to or greater than Said 
luminance Stretch threshold. 

9. The method of claim 1, wherein generating one overall 
Stretch factor for all of Said plurality of colors comprises: 

determining a contrast threshold value; and 
comparing the Standard deviation of the luminance of the 

image with Said contrast threshold value, Said overall 
Stretch factor being equal to Zero if Said Standard 
deviation of the luminance of the image is greater than 
Said contrast threshold value. 

10. The method of claim 1, wherein generating one 
overall stretch factor for all of said plurality of colors 
comprises: 

determining if Said image is Saturated; and 
equating Said overall Stretch factor to a minimal value if 

Said image is Saturated. 
11. The method of claim 1, wherein generating one overall 

Stretch factor for all of Said plurality of colors comprises, 
determining if there is a large variation between the 

standard deviation in the tone levels for the different 
colors, 

determining if the mean value of the luminance of the 
image is near a mid tone level; and 

equating Said overall Stretch factor to a minimal value if 
there is a large variation between the Standard deviation 
in the tone levels for the different colors and the mean 
value of the luminance of the image is near a mid tone 
level. 

12. A method of enhancing a digital image, Said image 
comprising a plurality of colors, each color having a range 
of tone levels, Said method comprising: 

producing histogram information for each color in Said 
image and for the luminance of Said image; 

Stretching the range of each color in Said image by a 
weighting factor based in part on the difference 
between the standard deviation of the tone levels for the 
luminance minus the Standard deviation of the tone 
levels for each respective color; 
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Stretching the range of each color in Said image by an 

overall stretch factor determined in part by the standard 
deviation of the tone levels of the luminance; and 

holding the mean tone level for each color at approxi 
mately the same tone level, wherein tone levels near 
Said mean tone levels are stretched less than tone levels 
relatively far from said mean tone level. 

13. The method of claim 12, further comprising: 
determining a contrast threshold that has a value approxi 

mately equal to one fourth the range of the tone levels, 
comparing the Standard deviation of the tone levels of the 

luminance to Said contrast threshold; and 
making no alterations to the range of the colors if Said 

standard deviation of the tone levels of the luminance 
is greater than Said contrast threshold. 

14. The method of claim 13, further comprising: 
determining if the mean tone level of the luminance is 

near a middle tone level; 
determining if there is a large variation between the 

Standard deviations in the tone levels for each color; 
and 

minimizing the Stretch of the range for each color if both 
the mean tone level of the luminance is near a middle 
tone level and the difference in the standard deviations 
in the tone levels for each color is large. 

15. The method of claim 14, wherein: 
determining if Said mean tone level of Said luminance is 

near Said middle tone level comprises: 
determining a threshold; 
comparing Said threshold to the absolute value of the 

difference between said mean tone level of the 
luminance and Said middle tone level; 

determining if there is a large variation between the 
Standard deviations in the tone levels for each color 
comprises: 
finding the differences between the standard deviations 

of the tone levels for the different colors; 
Summing the absolute values of the differences, and 
comparing the Sum of the absolute values of the dif 

ferences to Said threshold. 
16. A printing System including a printer and a computer, 

Said printing System performing a contrast enhancement 
method which enhances the printed image by Stretching the 
range of the tone levels for each color in Said printed image 
while maintaining the same mean tone level for each color 
to prevent hue shift, Said method performed by Said System 
comprising: 

Stretching the range of each color in Said image by a 
weighting factor based in part on the difference 
between the standard deviation of the tone levels for the 
luminance of the image minus the Standard deviation of 
the tone levels for each respective color; 

Stretching the range of each color in Said image by an 
overall stretch factor determined in part by the standard 
deviation of the tone levels of the luminance of the 
image. 

17. The printing System of claim 16, wherein Said printing 
System automatically performs said contrast enhancement 
method. 


